The 'sanitary landfill' (known then as 'controlled tipping') was pioneered in England in the late 1920s (see Centenary History of Waste and Waste Managers in London and South East England by Lewis Herbert, Chartered Institution of Wastes Management, and Controlled Tipping of Solid Urban Refuse and Suitable Industrial Waste by R.E. Bevan, 1969) .
By other accounts, the city of Fresno, California, is credited with developing the first sanitary landfill in the USA in 1935. City engineers designed a trench system into which solid waste was placed and compacted, then covered with soil at the end of each day. This 'cut and cover' approach replaced an open (and often burning) dump, an ancient and inadequate waste disposal method that was not fully phased out in the USA and European countries in favour of sanitary landfilling until the mid-to late 1960s. Immediate benefits of dump closures included reduced harbourage for disease-carrying flies, rodents and mosquitoes, elimination of noxious smoke, improved public health and better safety conditions for facility workers and users. Thus, the term 'sanitary' was and still is an apt prefix to 'landfill' to describe the quantum leap away from open dumping.
The prior generation of waste management professionals probably did not realize then that their new disposal technology could also be called a 'sustainable sanitary landfill'. Modern sanitary landfills are considered sustainable because they conform in most respects to the common definition of sustainability:
Sustainable developments are those that meet society's present needs without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their needs.
In this light, let's briefly explore how sanitary landfilling is indeed a sustainable waste management practice.
Sustainable sanitary landfills meet society's present needs. . .
. Landfills are one of the more reliable options for accommodating society's cast-offs in both developed and developing countries, and for small and large population centres. Unlike virtually all other waste-processing facilities, landfills do not close for routine maintenance, and rarely experience emergency outages.
. In fact, a sanitary landfill can be considered a necessary element in any community's emergency response programme. For example, landfills serve as readily available and suitable disposal sites for debris created and collected after natural or man-made disasters (such as earthquakes, hurricanes, tsunamis and oil spills). . Modern sanitary landfills provide a secure home to the fraction of a community's municipal solid waste that remains after all reasonable efforts to reduce its volume through recycling, transformation and other means. Modern landfills minimize the emission of liquids and gases into the environment and, as already noted, curtail the spread of disease associated with exposed trash. . Landfills are an increasingly significant source of alternative fuels via the growing application of proven technologies to collect and process biogas for use as a fuel to generate electricity and/or heat, and/or to power motor vehicles. . Biogas collection systems at landfills enable concurrent achievement of another important benefit: reducing society's emission of anthropogenic methane, a significant greenhouse gas. . It is interesting to note that even unfenced 'unsanitary' landfills can meet the current needs of waste pickers/scavengers who are citizens in many developing countries. Upgrading such landfills in accordance with a comprehensive master plan can, however, leads to improvements in both the quality of life for entrepreneurial scavengers and the community's environmental quality.
. . .without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their needs . Inorganic material that was considered a waste when it went into a landfill might later become sufficiently valuable to warrant recovery. Thus, a sanitary landfill could serve as an urban mine for future generations. Indeed, several landfill mining projects have been demonstrated (although not all were considered successful). . Sanitary landfills can be readily modified to be operated as bioreactor landfills, with the objective of accelerating the decomposition of deposited organic wastes. One significant benefit of this approach is the 'creation' of additional air space into which new deliveries of waste materials can be deposited. Thus, a bioreactor landfill with a fixed footprint can accommodate substantially more waste than a conventional landfill, thereby reducing the need to find new parcels of land for waste disposal, a clear benefit for future generations (and the environment). . After a landfill reaches capacity and is properly closed, the land is suitable for at least limited redevelopment, often providing space for parks, recreational facilities, and even buildings. Such developments are beneficial legacies for future generations despite their sites' earlier histories as a waste repository. . Funding for public works projects is always a challenge since community leaders can spend only what their citizens can afford to pay, usually in the form of taxes and/or user fees. Use of sanitary landfills is typically the lowest cost of all waste disposal options (by a factor of two or more, depending on waste transportation costs and other factors). Thus, community leaders who commit to using landfills today, in lieu of investing in higher cost and/or unproven waste processing facilities, are practising sustainability by lessening the financial burden on both current and future generations of their city's inhabitants.
In light of the above, sanitary landfills might even be considered more sustainable than other waste management practices. For instance, substantial natural resources are required to construct and operate most waste-processing plants, and emissions from such facilities (and the power plants that serve them) might be greater than from a sanitary landfill.
Of course, some sanitary landfills (particularly those started in the early days, operating in developing countries, and/or those that have been underfunded) have not been properly sited, designed, operated, monitored, and/or closed. Therefore, the term 'sustainable sanitary landfill' is not fully applicable everywhere just yet, but gradual improvements in landfill technology over the past 75 years have resulted in an increasing number of well-funded 'high tech' landfills and the closure of offenders. A continuation of this trend can be expected as regulations and best practices are more widely applied in both developed and developing countries.
It is also important to note that advocacy of sustainable sanitary landfilling in no way diminishes the significance of waste reduction, reuse, recycling, combustion and other waste-processing measures as key elements in a community's sustainable integrated waste management system. When the economics are right, it makes sense to reduce the volume of waste going to landfills, but for many materials and many situations, waste diversion economics are not favorable. So, responsible community leaders and their waste managers must provide for the proper handling of all solid waste, including that which is not presently suitable for recycling or conversion due to physical, chemical, and/or economic limitations. Sanitary landfills have provided society's requisite waste handling capacity at the end of the pipe for 80 years, and have done so in a truly sustainable fashion. 
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